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Preface

The subject of escalation has received little attention in U.S. strategic
thought since the end of the Cold War. With prospects of conflict
between nuclear-armed superpowers receding in memory, few policy-
makers, security analysts, or military leaders have worried about the
danger of wars spinning out of control or considered how to manage
these risks.

Yet there are important reasons to examine the dynamics of esca-
lation in the current security environment. Although the United States
retains its nuclear superiority and has demonstrated the ability to pro-
ject overwhelming force in most conventional conflicts, strategic condi-
tions have changed considerably in the past 15 years, and new adversar-
ies have emerged. These developments could find the United States in
escalatory situations that its leaders, schooled in ideas developed during
the Cold War, are ill equipped to anticipate or manage. Understanding
escalation is particularly important to the U.S. Air Force because of its
unique ability to strike deep within enemy territory and the emphasis
in Air Force doctrine on rapid strategic attack to achieve shock, paraly-
sis, and escalation dominance.

The Air Force recognizes the importance of understanding and
managing the risks of escalation. In 2004, Director of Air Force Strategic
Planning Major General Ronald J. Bath sponsored a war game in which
uncontrolled escalation occurred, surprising players and controllers
alike. Because this experience was just one in a series of escalatory events
occurring in major war games over the past several years, General Bath
recommended to Air Force Chief of Staff General John P. Jumper that
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the RAND Corporation be tasked to examine the risks of escalation in
the current security environment and offer recommendations on
how the Air Force can best anticipate and manage those risks. Gen-
eral Jumper approved the recommendation, and RAND Project AIR
FORCE was tasked to conduct a study later titled “Managing Escala-
tion in the Post—Cold War Security Environment.”

This monograph presents the findings of that study. It offers
insights for air- and spacepower strategy and should also inform mili-
tary operations and national security policy more generally. It builds on
previous Project AIR FORCE work examining the risks of escalation
and the potential impacts of U.S. policy in the current security envi-
ronment: War and Escalation in South Asia, by John E. Peters, James
Dickens, Derek Eaton, C. Christine Fair, Nina Hachigian, Theodore
W. Karasik, Rollie Lal, Rachel M. Swanger, Gregory F. Treverton, and
Charles Wolf; Jr., MG-367-1-AF, 2006, and Striking First: Preemptive
and Preventive Attack in U.S. National Security Policy, by Karl P. Muel-
ler, Jasen J. Castillo, Forrest E. Morgan, Negeen Pegahi, and Brian
Rosen, MG-403-AF, 2006.

The research reported here was sponsored by the Director of Stra-
tegic Planning, Headquarters, U.S. Air Force, and conducted within
the Strategy and Doctrine Program of RAND Project AIR FORCE.

RAND Project AIR FORCE

RAND Project AIR FORCE, a division of the RAND Corporation, is
the U.S. Air Force’s federally funded research and development center
for studies and analyses. RAND Project AIR FORCE provides the
Air Force with independent analyses of policy alternatives affecting the
development, employment, combat readiness, and support of current
and future aerospace forces. Research is conducted in four programs:
Aerospace Force Development; Manpower, Personnel, and Training;
Resource Management; and Strategy and Doctrine.

Additional information about RAND Project AIR FORCE is
available on our Web site: http://www.rand.org/pat/
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Summary

Background

Escalation can be defined as an increase in the intensity or scope of con-
flict that crosses threshold(s) considered significant by one or more of
the participants. Escalation is a natural tendency in any form of human
competition. When competition involves military confrontation or
limited war, the pressure to escalate can become intense because of the
weight of issues that bring actors into violent conflict and the potential
costs of losing contests of deadly force. Escalation can be unilateral, but
it is often reciprocal, as each combatant struggles ever harder to achieve
victory or avoid defeat. Left unchecked, escalatory chain reactions can
occur, raising the costs of war to catastrophic levels for combatants and
noncombatants alike.

Cold War—era thinking about escalation focused on the dynam-
ics of bipolar, superpower confrontation, and theories on how to
manage it emerged as a branch of nuclear-deterrence literature. In that
era, U.S. leaders could focus their attention on one principal adversary,
the Soviet Union. Although the prospect of war with a nuclear super-
power was frightening, anticipating and managing confrontations with
Moscow was, in many ways, an easier task than those that U.S. leaders
face today.

The current security environment is complicated by a wide range
of threats that fall broadly into three interrelated but relatively distinct
categories. Each of these threats entails a significant risk of escalation.
First, the United States must remain prepared to manage potential con-
frontations with other large nuclear powers, such as Russia and, par-

xi
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ticularly, China. Second, the emergence of new nuclear-armed powers
in regions in which the United States has important interests increases
the risk of escalation in regional crises and challenges efforts to manage
that risk should the United States choose to intervene. Finally, there
is a risk of escalation from a range of irregular warfare threats result-
ing from the decline or failure of state authority in several strategi-
cally important regions; from the rise of a violent, transnational Isla-
mist movement; and from advances in information networks that have
enabled an international nexus of insurgent, terrorist, and criminal
groups hostile to the United States.

Key Findings

The Nature of Escalation and Escalation Management

The first step to managing escalation is to understand its fundamen-
tal nature. Because escalation is an interactive phenomenon, one in
which any party to a conflict can play a role, it can rarely, if ever, be
controlled, in the normal sense of the word. However, by understanding
the motives that drive escalation and the mechanisms through which
it manifests, military and political leaders can anticipate the risks of
escalation in a potential confrontation, recognize them as they emerge,
and manage them by manipulating the tacit negotiations with oppo-
nents that characterize military confrontations and limited war. (See
pp- 8-18.)

The escalation mechanism and motive that is most easily rec-
ognized and understood is deliberate escalation carried out for instru-
mental reasons. In this mode, a combatant deliberately increases the
intensity or scope of an operation to gain advantage or avoid defeat.
Combatants also deliberately escalate conflicts, or indicate that they
are willing to do so, for suggestive purposes in an effort to send signals
to an enemy. Deliberate acts of suggestive escalation may be done to
punish enemies for earlier escalatory deeds or to warn them that they
are at risk of even greater escalation if they do not comply with coercive

demands. (See pp. 20-23, 30-33.)
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The key to managing an enemy’s propensity for deliberate escala-
tion, whether instrumental or suggestive, lies in deterrence: discourag-
ing an enemy from deliberately escalating a conflict by convincing that
enemy that the costs of such actions will outweigh the benefits that
may be accrued through escalation. Deterrence is most often associ-
ated with threats of punishment, and, indeed, that is the most direct
way of manipulating an enemy’s cost-benefit calculations. However,
punishment-based deterrence may lack credibility in a limited conflict
in which the adversary doubts that the other party has the capability or
will to carry out a threat. (See pp. 22-23.)

More serious weaknesses emerge in punishment-based deterrence
when there is significant asymmetry of stakes between parties to the
conflict. An enemy that perceives that its stakes are high will be will-
ing to bear greater costs and, therefore, will be less sensitive to threats
of punishment. And if that enemy believes that the threatener’s stakes
are low, there may be doubt that the threatener is willing to bear the
reciprocal costs of escalation or pay the political price of carrying out
the threats.

Therefore, a more reliable strategy for deterring deliberate escala-
tion is one that buttresses threats of punishment with visible capabili-
ties for denial. Denial-based deterrence strategies entail discouraging an
adversary from taking a prohibited action by convincing enemy leaders
that such efforts can be countered sufficiently to deny their benefit.

The second fundamental mechanism that frequently causes wars
to increase in scope and intensity is inadvertent escalation—that is, the
mechanism that engages when a combatant deliberately takes actions
that it does not perceive to be escalatory but are interpreted that way
by the enemy. The cause of this phenomenon lies largely in the vague
nature of escalation thresholds, which are inherently subjective and
sometimes fluid. It is often difficult to divine what acts the enemy will
consider escalatory, beyond the most obvious, such as attacks on the
homeland, deliberate attacks on civilians or cherished sites, or the use
of prohibited weapons. (See pp. 23-28.)

The key to managing risks of inadvertent escalation lies in clari-
tying thresholds—on all sides of a conflict. At or before the onset of a
crisis, the United States should collect and analyze all available intel-
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ligence to determine where the enemy’s salient escalation thresholds
might lie. Such analyses should continue throughout a conflict. When
likely thresholds are identified, U.S. leaders can respect them to avoid
escalation or deliberately violate them if they conclude that escalation
is affordable and will work to U.S. advantage. Either way, the choice
to escalate or not becomes a conscious decision: It is managed. Simi-
larly, U.S. leaders can reduce the risk that an adversary will inadver-
tently escalate a conflict by explicitly stating what actions the United
States would consider to be seriously escalatory. As demonstrated in the
first Gulf War, in which Saddam Hussein was warned against using
chemical weapons, such statements carry an implicit threat of retribu-
tion and, therefore, simultaneously serve both to clarify thresholds and
deter escalation.

The third fundamental mechanism of escalation is that which
occurs by accident. Accidental escalation occurs when operators make
mistakes, such as bombing the wrong targets or straying across geo-
graphical boundaries. It can also occur when leaders fail to set appro-
priate rules of engagement (ROE) or fail to maintain adequate disci-
pline over the forces under their command. (See pp. 26-28.)

Although the risks of accidental escalation can never be com-
pletely eliminated, the key to mitigating them lies in effective force
management. Leaders must assess the potential costs of escalatory acts,
establish appropriate ROE, and enforce those rules among subordinate
forces. The risk of accidents is further reduced with diligent training
and exercise before engagement and effective command and control
throughout the operation.

Escalation Dominance as a Means of Escalation Management

Because no nation today can rival U.S. power across the full range
of nuclear and conventional military capabilities, some military and
political leaders have concluded that the surest way for U.S. forces to
manage the risks of escalation is to impose escalation dominance on
their adversaries. The United States does, indeed, command a wide



Summary xv

range of asymmetric strengths.! However, cases examined for this
study suggest that escalation dominance is difficult to achieve against a
committed adversary, even when the combatant seeking it enjoys vastly
disproportionate strengths. More often, attempts to impose escalation
dominance result in reciprocal escalation, as opponents seek ways to
mitigate their enemies’ advantage, prolong the conflict, and strive for
asymmetric strengths of their own. (See pp. 15-17, 34-36.)

When escalation dominance does occur, it is more often the result
of a combatant discovering, and effectively exploiting, some asymmetric
vulnerability in an opponent, thereby imposing some cost that the oppo-
nent cannot avoid and is not willing to bear. For the United States, low
stakes in some past conflicts have exposed such an asymmetric vulner-
ability in the form of casualty aversion, enabling adversaries to achieve
escalation dominance on U.S. forces despite U.S. asymmetric strength
in conventional warfighting capabilities. (See pp. 17, 40—42.)

Ironically, escalation dominance is most achievable when escala-
tion management is of least concern. The United States might well
achieve escalation dominance when confronting a state that possesses
limited conventional capabilities and is not armed with nuclear weap-
ons. However, if the United States confronts a significant regional
power, particularly one armed with nuclear weapons, escalation-
management concerns rise to the fore while prospects of escalation
dominance become more remote. When enemies possess even a few
nuclear weapons, attempting to impose dominance is a dangerous
approach to escalation management. (See pp. 83-115.)

Technology and Escalation

The very essence of air- and spacepower lies in the orchestration of
sophisticated technological capabilities, something that the U.S. Air
Force does better than any other military institution in the world. It

' Although it has become fashionable to use the word asymmetric when referring to uncon-

ventional or covert attacks by weak states or nonstate actors, we use the word more literally.
An asymmetric strength or weakness is simply a quality of one adversary that the other lacks
in kind to a substantial degree. An asymmetric attack is one that exploits such a mismatch
in capabilities or some undefended weakness, regardless of the nature of the weapon or tactic
employed.
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is almost axiomatic that weapons do not escalate; rather, people escalate
with weapons. Yet, it is important to keep in mind that any technol-
ogy that enables a military force to fight with more speed, range, and
lethality will enable that force to cross escalation thresholds faster. In
limited war, better technology can make a bad strategy more costly.
(See pp. 160-169.)

Beyond that, deploying certain kinds of weapons to locations
where they will be vulnerable may contribute to structural instabil-
ity, making escalation more likely. Weapons or systems enabling capa-
bilities that appear very threatening to adversaries but are difficult for
U.S. forces to defend present tempting targets for escalation if deployed
within reach of an enemy’s strike assets. The U.S. military’s growing
dependence on space may be an example of such a structural insta-
bility, because the United States’ orbital infrastructure enables U.S.
forces in significant ways, yet that infrastructure is largely undefended,
and portions of it may be within reach of more sophisticated potential
adversaries (pp. 41-42).

On the other hand, lacking certain capabilities may also contrib-
ute to structural instability, prompting adversaries to escalate in ways
against which the United States lacks proportionate responses. Leaving
such options as the use of chemical or biological weapons available to
an adversary risks exposing U.S. leaders to an escalation dilemma, forc-
ing them to choose between allowing a painful enemy escalation go
unanswered or responding with a disproportionate escalation that may
entail undesirable military or political cost.

Managing Escalation Risks in Today’s World

Military confrontations or limited conflicts with actors in any of the
threat categories that characterize the current security environment
would entail serious risks of escalation. Managing them will require
strategies tailored for the kind of adversary engaged and the interests

at stake. (See p. 169.)

China
A Sino-U.S. confrontation would present significant risks of inadver-
tent escalation if military forces were permitted to operate in keeping
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with their doctrinal tenets without regard for escalation thresholds.
Chinese leaders and security analysts seem aware of the need to control
escalation, as do their American counterparts, but operational mili-
tary doctrines in both China and the United States emphasize surprise,
speed, and deep strikes to seize the initiative and achieve dominance.
Neither body of doctrine appears to consider how an adversary might
react to such operations in a limited war: Indeed, each seems to assume
that it will suppress enemy escalation by dominating the conflict. (See
pp. 42-43, 47-81.)

Managing escalation in a limited conflict with China will require
U.S. leaders to take a firm hand, not only in controlling their own mili-
tary forces but also in clarifying thresholds and deterring the Chinese
from violating them. At the onset of a crisis, U.S. leaders will need to
assess each side’s interests at stake and estimate the cost that the United
States can bear in potential escalation. They will need to conduct an
in-depth analysis of Chinese escalation thresholds and weigh the risks
of violating them against operational necessity. At the same time, the
United States should clearly state what forms of Chinese escalation are
unacceptable and develop strategies for deterring Beijing from commit-
ting those acts. Because it may be difficult to make some threats of ret-
ribution credible in a limited conflict, such deterrent strategies should
be fortified as much as possible via defensive capabilities to deny China
success and benefits from attempted escalation. (See pp. 169-170.)

Regional Nuclear Powers

Newly emerging regional nuclear powers present escalation risks, in
part, by virtue of their lack of doctrine and experience in nuclear force
management. Moreover, such states initially lack survivable second-
strike capabilities, and that generates “use-or-lose” pressures when
they feel threatened. Historically, new nuclear powers have sometimes
engaged in provocative behavior soon after achieving nuclear capa-
bility, suggesting that leaders of such states tend to overestimate the
ability of nuclear weapons to deter conventional conflict. All this sug-
gests that emergent nuclear states are more likely to make catastrophic
errors than are longer-established nuclear powers: Their leaders and
forces may precipitate a crisis and act unpredictably. Complicating
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matters, all the new and soon-to-be nuclear powers have bitter animosi-
ties with their neighbors and some are embroiled in ongoing conflicts.
North Korea and Iran are hostile to the United States, and Washing-
ton has singled them out as rogues and members of an “axis of evil.”
Therefore, they may be anxious that the United States will attempt
to impose regime change on them, raising risks of escalation should
U.S. forces intervene in crises in their regions. Finally, some of these
states have domestic problems that threaten their stability, and factions
within them have known links to terrorist groups. (See pp. 84-96.)

Strategies for managing escalation risk in confrontations with
new nuclear states will resemble those for conflicts with other nuclear
powers, but they must hedge against a greater potential for miscalcula-
tion. U.S. statements about thresholds will need to be more explicit, and
deterrent threats more pointed. Beyond that, the United States should
focus on developing effective ballistic and cruise missile defenses, as
well as other means of defending U.S. forces and regional friends from
asymmetric attack. Threats and defenses alone may not deter enemy
leaders who believe that their survival is at stake. For deterrence to
hold, enemies must be reasonably confident that if they respect critical
escalation thresholds, U.S. forces will as well. Therefore, in any limited
conflict with regional nuclear powers, the United States may want to
balance its threats with assurances. (See p. 113-115, 171.)

Irregular Warfare

The risks of escalation in irregular warfare are much broader and more
diverse than was appreciated during the Cold War. Counterinsurgency
and counterterrorist operations are prone to both vertical and horizon-
tal escalation, incurring significant costs over time. Even seemingly
benign peace operations can escalate into dangerous crises, as the 1983
U.S. experience in Beirut and the post—Cold War debacle in Mogadi-
shu demonstrate. In all historical cases examined, state actors enjoyed
dramatic asymmetric strengths in conventional force. Most of them
attempted to employ those strengths to gain escalation dominance
over their irregular adversaries. In doing so, they frequently scored
impressive tactical victories and achieved a range of operational objec-
tives; however, rarely did they succeed in applying their asymmetric
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strengths in ways relevant to the strategic objectives in the conflict. In
cases in which conventional force was effective, it was used primarily
to provide security for populations threatened by terrorists or insur-
gents. Alternatively, when offensive operations were emphasized, con-
ventional escalation ultimately served the irregular adversary’s cause.
(See pp. 118-124.)

Escalation management is inherently difficult with nonstate actors
and is even more so with global jihadists. There are several reasons for
this, not the least of which is that escalation management depends
largely on deterrence. Jihadists are difficult to deter because it is diffi-
cult to make threats of punishment credible against elusive individuals
and groups that reject the established order. Consequently, traditional
two-player escalation management is disabled in the struggle with rad-
ical Islam, and limiting costs in this long-term conflict will require
constraining and, ideally, eliminating the jihadists™ ability to escalate
the fight but doing so in ways that minimize the escalatory effects that
U.S. and jihadist actions have on other actors in the environment (see
pp- 150-155).

The United States should fashion and execute a strategy that
maximizes its immediate security but does not, in doing so, jeopardize
its victory in the more important, long-term political contest. Such
a strategy should emphasize judicial and diplomatic actions and for-
eign assistance. The United States and its allies should avoid milita-
rizing the conflict to the maximum extent possible. When military
force is needed, the primary emphasis should be on providing secu-
rity to populations threatened by terrorists or insurgents. Any employ-
ment of offensive force should be done with restraint and discretion to
avoid antagonizing local populations. Failing to do this risks validating
extremist propaganda and sowing the seeds of future escalation (see

pp- 155-157).

Recommendations for the U.S. Air Force

Escalation management is largely a matter of sound policy and good
strategy, functions that lie mainly in the realm of political and joint
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military leadership, but there are a number of things that the U.S. Air
Force can do to organize, train, and equip its airmen to support these
important tasks more effectively. This monograph offers the following
recommendations (see pp. 175-176):

* Identify and resolve potential escalation dilemmas. The Air Force
should conduct a thorough assessment of its current and future
force structure to determine whether it provides the necessary
flexibility to offer joint commanders proportionate responses to
potential paths of enemy escalation. When gaps are identified,
the Air Force should program new capabilities to fill them. When
fiscal or political costs might preclude developing certain weap-
ons that potential adversaries possess (such as chemical or bio-
logical weapons), the Air Force should concentrate on developing
defenses against them and should work with combatant com-
mands to develop strategies to deter their use.

» Train air component commanders and their staffs on the principles
of escalation management. While developing military strategy is
the purview of combatant commanders under the direction of
political leaders, air component commanders and their staffs play
essential roles in developing courses of action (COAs), evaluat-
ing prospective COAs, and conducting operational planning.
Therefore, they have a fiduciary responsibility to advise joint com-
manders and policymakers on what escalation risks prospective
COAs present and offer recommendations for managing those
risks. To prepare airmen for that responsibility, they need to be
taught that escalation management entails more than just estab-
lishing and enforcing rules of engagement. Determining enemy
escalation thresholds should be an intelligence priority before and
during the campaign planning process, and it should remain so
as the fight progresses. Finally, commanders and planners should
eschew plans that escalate in ways that offer tactical advantages at
risk of great strategic cost.

* Codify the principles of escalation management in airpower doctrine.
The Air Force should revise relevant passages in its doctrine to
better acknowledge the risks of escalation and the need to manage
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those risks. Doctrine should stress knowing the political limits
of conflict and understanding why those limits are important.
It should explain the relationship of thresholds to escalation and
emphasize understanding the enemy’s critical thresholds and how
they can change over the course of the conflict. Finally, while the
ability to impose shock, paralysis, and rapid dominance may be
useful tools for the Air Force to bring to the fight, doctrine must
acknowledge that they may not be appropriate tools to employ in
some limited conflicts.

Teach escalation management in Air Force schools. The Air Force
should provide all airmen a firm grounding in the concept of lim-
ited war, the risks of escalation, and the principles of escalation
management. These topics should be stressed in professional mili-
tary education programs and at the School of Advanced Air and
Space Studies. They should also be emphasized in war games and
exercises.
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CHAPTER ONE
Introduction

Background

Escalation, in broad military terms, is an increase in the intensity or
scope of conflict. It is a fundamental dynamic in which adversaries
engaged in a contest for limited objectives increase the force or breadth
of their attacks to gain advantage or avoid defeat. Escalation can be
unilateral, but actions perceived as escalatory often provoke other com-
batants to increase their own efforts, either to punish the earlier escala-
tion or to counter its advantages. Left unchecked, cycles of provocation
and counterprovocation can intensify until the cost that each combat-
ant incurs exceeds the value of its original stakes in the conflict.

This dynamic was identified in Western thought as early as the
beginning of the 19th century, when Prussian military theorist Carl
von Clausewitz proposed that war, being a contest between interacting
human beings, will, in theory, culminate in each opponent’s maximum
exertion of strength.! However, systematic thought about escalation
and theories on how to manage it did not crystallize until the Cold
War, when the nuclear capabilities of the United States and the Soviet
Union made the potential costs of uncontrolled escalation horrific.

Cold War—era thinking about escalation focused on the dynamics
of bipolar, superpower confrontation, and theories on how to manage
it emerged as a branch of nuclear-deterrence literature. Escalation-
management constructs offered approaches for manipulating mutual

1 Carl von Clausewitz, On War, Michael Howard and Peter Paret, eds. and trans., Princ-

eton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1976, p. 77.
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risk in the hopes that confrontations or limited wars would not ascend
a metaphorical escalation ladder toward a nuclear exchange.? A sub-
stantial body of thought emerged on “brinkmanship” and similar
methods of risk management, and one can find apparent examples of
their mechanisms at work in the Berlin crises and in the Cuban missile
crisis.> However, as the Cold War progressed, U.S. and Soviet leaders
became increasingly chary about the dangers of risk manipulation, and
the principal means of preventing escalation in both camps became
avoiding direct superpower confrontation.

With the end of the Cold War, the specter of nuclear confron-
tation receded and concerns about escalation management dimin-
ished in U.S. strategic thought. The U.S. military’s performance in
the first Gulf War and in several subsequent operations demonstrated
its overwhelming superiority in joint, high-speed conventional war-
fare. Cold War—era theories on escalation management would sug-
gest that such superiority, buttressed by the United States’ immense
nuclear capability, should create sufficient risk for potential adversaries
that they would be deterred from escalating limited conflicts in ways
that would cause them to incur potentially catastrophic costs. How-
ever, differences between the contemporary strategic environment and
that of the Cold War are significant enough to warrant a reexamina-
tion of the assumptions and logic that underpin existing theory.

2 Herman Kahn introduced the escalation ladder metaphor in 1965, and it quickly became
the predominant lens through which U.S. leaders and security analysts envisioned the
dynamics of escalation. See Herman Kahn, On Escalation: Metaphors and Scenarios, Balti-
more, Md.: Penguin, 1965.

3 Thomas C. Schelling coined the term brinkmanship and was probably the most influential
writer on risk-manipulation approaches to escalation management. See Thomas C. Schell-
ing, The Strategy of Conflict, Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1960, and espe-
cially, Arms and Influence, New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1966.
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Contemporary Challenges

During the Cold War, U.S. leaders focused their attention on one prin-
cipal adversary: the Soviet Union. While the prospect of war with a
nuclear superpower was frightening, anticipating and managing con-
frontations with Moscow were, in many ways, easier tasks than those
that U.S. leaders face today. The current security environment—one
that some analysts now refer to as the post post—Cold War world—is
complicated by a wide range of threats that fall into three interrelated
but relatively distinct categories.’

First, the United States must remain prepared to manage poten-
tial confrontations with other large nuclear powers such as Russia and,
particularly, China. China is the most populous country on the planet,
and with the world’s second-largest economy, Beijing is modernizing
its military, building capabilities to project force beyond its borders in
East Asia. Because the United States has key allies and important inter-
ests in the region, U.S. leaders must be prepared to manage escalation
in any potential confrontation with this rising power.

Second is the emergence of several new nuclear powers in regions
in which the United States has important interests. This development
increases risks of escalation in regional crises and challenges efforts to
manage those risks should U.S. leaders choose to intervene. Risks of
escalation are inherently greater in confrontations with states whose
nuclear forces are immature and whose leaders are inexperienced in
nuclear stewardship. Today, matters are made worse by the fact that all
of the new and soon-to-be nuclear powers have bitter animosities with
their neighbors, and some are embroiled in ongoing conflicts. Some of

4 This is not to say that U.S. leaders did not take seriously other adversaries, actual and
potential, such as China, North Korea, North Vietnam, Cuba, Libya, and a host of other
actors around the world. But in terms of escalation risk, the Soviet Union was always seen as
the principal threat, and it absorbed the lion’s share of attention in U.S. strategic thought.

> 1n 2005, several independent studies at RAND and in the U.S. Department of Defense
grouped threats in the contemporary strategic environment into roughly the same three cat-
egories. See, for example, Andrew R. Hoehn, Adam Grissom, David Ochmanek, David A.
Shlapak, and Alan J. Vick, A New Division of Labor: Meeting America’s Security Challenges
Beyond Irag, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, MG-499-AF, 2007, pp. 11-14.
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these regimes are hostile to the United States and, like Saddam Hus-
sein’s Iraq, have been singled out as rogue states or members of an axis
of evil. In addition, several of these states have domestic problems that
threaten their stability, and factions within them have known links to
terrorist groups.

The third category is comprised of a wide range of irregular war-
fare threats generated by several coincident trends. First, the decline or
failure of state authority in several strategically important regions of
the world has created breeding grounds for terrorists and other danger-
ous nonstate actors. Second, the rise of a violent, transnational Islamist
movement has challenged Western interests in the Muslim world and
the security of the United States and its citizens, in particular. Finally,
advances in information networks have enabled an international nexus
of insurgent, terrorist, and criminal groups, some with unrelated or
even divergent goals but all with a common adversary: the United
States.

The transition of the global strategic environment from one of rel-
ative bipolar stability to this complex mélange of threats has generated
uncertainty and frequent conflict. The United States has repeatedly led
efforts to defuse crises, stabilize ungoverned or undergoverned regions,
and defeat those who threaten U.S. citizens, interests, and allies. By all
indications, such challenges will persist for the foreseeable future.

Purpose of This Monograph

This monograph seeks to help the U.S. Air Force anticipate and manage
escalation risks in the early 21st century. It examines the dynamics of
escalation and assesses the implications for air- and spacepower strategy
in limited conflicts against adversaries armed with nuclear weapons and
other asymmetric capabilities. The need to defend U.S. interests and
provide stability in such a complex and dangerous environment raises
several important questions that this monograph seeks to answer:

1. What is the fundamental nature of escalation? That is, removed
from the historical and, perhaps, artificial context of bipolar,
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superpower competition, what are the motives and mechanisms
that drive escalation in military conflict?

2. What escalation risks result when those motives and mecha-
nisms engage during confrontations with adversaries in the
three categories of threat that characterize the current security
environment?

3. What can U.S. military and civilian leaders do to manage those
risks?

Organization and Approach

To answer these questions, this monograph surveys a wide assortment
of information sources, ranging from Cold War—era theory and histor-
ical cases to records of more recent confrontations and the writings of
contemporary adversaries, actual and potential. Chapter Two explores
the nature of escalation and identifies its fundamental mechanisms and
the motives that drive them, laying the groundwork for understand-
ing how to manage the dynamic relationships between opponents that
typify limited war.

Chapter Three examines contemporary Chinese thinking about
escalation and war control. It assesses and interprets relevant writings
by Chinese security analysts to determine potential escalation risks
stemming from Beijing’s strategic doctrines on nuclear weapons, con-
ventional missile operations, and space warfare.

Chapter Four explores the escalation dynamics that new regional
nuclear powers generate. It first identifies the risks that attend all states
with emerging nuclear capabilities, regardless of their ideologies or
forms of governance. The chapter then examines the escalation dynam-
ics that might emerge in interstate wars or state failures in Northeast
Asia, South Asia, and Southwest Asia.

Chapter Five takes on the thorny problem of how to manage esca-
lation in conflicts with irregular adversaries. It identifies the diverse
and often poorly understood escalation pressures that attend opera-
tions nominally placed at the low end of what some analysts refer to
as the spectrum of conflict. Then, it examines more closely two cases
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that we believe are particularly instructive for the current security envi-
ronment: Beirut, Lebanon, in 1982-1984 and Mogadishu, Somalia, in
1992-1994. Drawing lessons from those cases, the chapter examines
the escalation dynamics of global jihad, the campaign of terrorist vio-
lence that militant Islamists have waged against the United States for
more than a decade, and explains how escalation management should
factor into any strategy to counter that threat.

Chapter Six synthesizes lessons from the foregoing chapters, con-
siders what they suggest for managing escalation in the early 21st cen-
tury, and offers recommendations for the U.S. Air Force.

This monograph includes three appendixes that provide addi-
tional analysis supporting selected portions of the text. Appendix A
examines China’s use of force since 1949, illustrating the continuities
between China’s historical propensity for escalation and the contem-
porary writings assessed in Chapter Three. Appendix B provides more
detailed accounts of the Beirut and Mogadishu case studies summa-
rized in Chapter Five. Appendix C explains the modified Delphi analy-
sis methodology used to assess escalation dynamics in two scenarios:
one involving a Sino-U.S. confrontation over the status of Taiwan and
one involving nuclear powers and nonstate actors in a hypothetical col-
lapse of the government of Pakistan.



CHAPTER TWO
The Nature of Escalation

During the Cold War, the subject of escalation attracted great atten-
tion from policymakers, strategists, and scholars. Their concerns cen-
tered primarily on the possibility of crises between the United States
and the Soviet Union escalating into war; of limited, conventional wars
escalating into world wars; and, especially, the use of nuclear weapons.!
Escalation was by no means a new problem in international politics,
as the July crisis triggering World War I in 1914 demonstrates,? but
the nuclear and airpower revolutions greatly increased the possibil-
ity that escalation might quickly lead to catastrophic results, even as

I Among the most prominent studies of escalation during the Cold War are Kahn, 1965;

Bernard Brodie, Escalation and the Nuclear Option, Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University
Press, 1966; Richard Smoke, War: Controlling Escalation, Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1977; and Barry R. Posen, Inadvertent Escalation: Conventional War and
Nuclear Risks, Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1991.

However, escalation was a prominent concern in practically every analysis of nuclear strategy
and deterrence. See Schelling 1960, 1966. For an overview of nuclear escalation issues, see
Karl P. Mueller, “Strategic Airpower and Nuclear Strategy: New Theory for a Not-Quite-So-
New Apocalypse,” in Phillip S. Meilinger, ed., 7he Paths of Heaven: The Evolution of Airpower
Theory, Maxwell AFB, Ala.: Air University Press, 1997.

2 On the outbreak of World War I, see James Joll, 7be Origins of the First World War, 2nd
ed., New York: Longman, 1992; Luigi Albertini, 7be Origins of the War of 1914, three vols.,
Isabelle M. Massey, ed. and trans., Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 1952-1957; Bar-
bara W. Tuchman, 7he Guns of August, New York: Dell, 1962; L. C. F. Turner, Origins of the
First World War, New York: W. W. Norton, 1970; Steven E. Miller, Sean M. Lynn-Jones,
and Stephen Van Evera, eds., Military Strategy and the Origins of the First World War, rev. ed.,
Princeton, N.]J.: Princeton University Press, 1991.
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leaders sought to control it.> Once under way, wars often escalate into
forms quite different from those anticipated by the people who began
them;* among conflicts involving the United States, this has been true
of, among others, the Revolutionary War, the War of 1812, the U.S.
Civil War, the occupation of the Philippines, both World Wars, the
wars in Korea and Vietnam, the interventions in Lebanon in 1983 and
in Somalia in the early 1990s, and the 2003 invasion of Iraq.’

Thus, the problem of escalation has not disappeared as the poten-
tial for U.S.-Soviet nuclear confrontation has vanished, even though
the attention devoted to studying escalation has waned over the past 15
years. Today, U.S. leaders must still consider escalation an important
issue, not only in potential crises or conflicts with regional powers,
including ones that possess or may soon possess nuclear weapons, but
also when dealing with virtually any adversary in a situation in which
the United States has an interest in keeping the conflict limited.

Understanding Escalation

Escalation can usefully be defined as an increase in the intensity or scope
of conflict that crosses threshold(s) considered significant by one or more of
the participants. Conflicts can intensify or expand in many ways, such
as through attacks on targets previously considered to be off-limits,
opening new theaters of operations against an enemy, or employing
weapons not previously used in the conflict—a subject to which this
discussion will return shortly. However, not every increase or expan-
sion of violence is escalatory: Escalation occurs only when at least one
of the parties involved believes that there has been a significant qualita-
tive change in the conflict as a result of the new development. As will
be discussed later, escalation can be a deliberate policy objective, an
unintended side effect of policy, or purely accidental. Thus, it should

3 Indeed, the development of airpower in World War I and of nuclear weapons in World
War II were escalatory actions in their own right.

4 See Geoffrey Blainey, 7he Causes of War, 3rd ed., New York: Free Press, 1988.

> U.S. experiences with escalation in Lebanon and Somalia are analyzed in Chapter Six.
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be considered both as a strategic tool to be wielded or deterred and as a
potential problem to be managed.

Escalation often occurs—and is usually envisioned—as an inter-
active process between two or more competitors, each escalating its
threats or use of force in response to the actions of the other. But it can
also be unilateral, with one combatant escalating to increase pressure
against the other, independent of the enemy’s actions. For example,
during the air war that constituted most of Operation Desert Storm,
Iraq repeatedly sought to escalate the conflict, including by firing bal-
listic missiles at Israel, in an effort to improve its situation in response
to the frustratingly unchanging nature of the U.S.-led coalition’s sus-
tained air attacks. This was unsuccessful, as Israel did not intervene
and the coalition refused to be drawn into a premature ground war.
In contrast, the German initiation of unrestricted submarine warfare
in World War I was intended to produce a decisive military advantage
in the stalemate of that conflict without provoking a countervailing
escalatory response. It was a strategic failure in both respects, as Britain
soldiered on while the United States was drawn into the war on the side
of the Allies far more quickly than Germany had anticipated.®

In general, when one side in a conflict violates an escalatory
threshold, it will expect the enemy to follow suit. Thus, once Germany
introduced gas warfare in World War I, it was natural for the Allies
to conduct similar attacks, and this did not appear to either side to
represent significant additional escalation.” In some cases, however,
such a symmetrical response will be unavailable to or irrelevant for the
adversary when the combatants’ capabilities or vulnerabilities do not
parallel each other. Responding in kind may also be unattractive even
when it is possible because of the costs associated with doing so, espe-

¢ John Keegan, The First World War, New York: Vintage, 2000, pp. 265, 351-353; John
Terraine, 7he U-Boat Wars, 1916—1945, New York: Putnam, 1989, pp. 8-16.

7 'This is not always the case, however. For example, during the Vietnam War, North Viet-
namese forces made extensive use of neutral Laotian and Cambodian territory for their
operations in South Vietnam before U.S. forces launched major operations in those states,
yet the latter actions were widely perceived, including by the United States, as significant
escalation.
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cially when this would require a state to violate principles of conduct or
morality to which it is attached.

Whether it occurs as the result of two parties responding, in turn,
to each other’s actions or through the unilateral actions of one side,
escalation can occur quickly or slowly, in dramatic steps that are vis-
ible to almost any observer or in many incremental ones that may go
unrecognized as constituting significant escalation until after the fact,
even by those doing the escalating. In 1945, the U.S. strategic bombing
campaign against Japan featured two profoundly escalatory develop-
ments: the initiation of devastating urban-area attacks with the fire-
bombing of Tokyo on March 9-10 and the beginning of the nuclear
era when Hiroshima was destroyed by an atomic bomb on August 6.8
In contrast, the campaign against Japanese maritime commerce, pri-
marily conducted by U.S. Navy submarines, escalated from near insig-
nificance early in the war to the point of annihilating the Japanese
economy without any individual action along the way amounting to a
fundamental change in the terms of conflict.

In a general sense, escalation can occur in a host of different sit-
uations, including wars, crises (either with or without the possibility
of armed conflict), trade disputes, and arms races, to say nothing of
escalation in realms other than international politics. In this study, we
focused on escalation in confrontations that involve or might come
to involve the use of military force, though many of the features dis-
cussed here also apply to escalation in other arenas or circumstances.
We do not address arms races in this analysis, even though they are
military in nature, because, in most cases, they occur over prolonged
periods during which the states engaging in them have ample time to
make deliberate decisions that are usually executed in a centralized
way. While some of the escalation dynamics discussed here also apply
to the way in which arms races play out, other factors are involved that
are not relevant to this study.

8 It is noteworthy that the Hiroshima raid did not represent an unprecedented level of
destruction; the first Tokyo raid caused far more death and damage than did any subsequent
air attack. However, both U.S. and Japanese leaders perceived it as the beginning of a signifi-
cant new phase in the conflict.
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Thresholds and the Subjectivity of Escalation

Escalation thresholds come in many forms, and their diverse variety
is one of the reasons that escalation can be more difficult to control,
manage, or exploit successfully than optimists initially expect.” Some
escalation thresholds are symmetric; that is, either side in a conflict
might act to cross a threshold that is viewed more or less similarly by
both, for example, by being the first to initiate hostilities in a crisis,
to cross recognized international territorial boundaries, or to employ
nuclear weapons in a war.'® In other cases, a threshold may loom large
for one side but may be obscure or invisible to the other. All thresholds
are socially constructed and, ultimately, exist in the minds of the actors
rather than in objective reality."! If one party knows that another con-
siders a particular threshold to be important—say, for example, Bei-
jing’s great sensitivity to the possibility of a Taiwanese declaration of
independence from China—the threshold is likely to be significant in
its own eyes as a result. However, the adversary’s perspective is not
always well known or understood, nor is it always clear how accurate
an enemy’s understanding of its own concerns is. This issue is discussed
further in this chapter and throughout this monograph.

In general, the thresholds that will be the easiest to anticipate are
those that are well established in prewar or precrisis strategy and policy.
These may be thresholds that apply across a range of adversaries and
contingencies, such as the threshold of nuclear-weapon use, or may be

9 See Schelling, 1966, pp. 153-168 and 283-286.

10 Although employment of nuclear weapons is, perhaps, the most unambiguously escala-
tory action that a state can take in a war, even it might not be clearly recognizable. During
the Cold War, there were concerns that some uses of very powerful conventional munitions,
such as fuel-air explosives, might initially be mistaken for low-yield nuclear attacks. More-
over, some uses of nuclear weapons, such as a detonation in space to attack satellites or to
create damaging but mostly nonlethal electromagnetic pulse effects against terrestrial tar-
gets, might represent something less than an unambiguous violation of the nuclear threshold
as it is most commonly conceived. Whether hostilities have begun in a crisis can also be
unclear, if forces on one or both sides launch attacks or commit territorial violations on a very
limited scale.

1 Opportunities for escalation can also be asymmetric, of course, such as when one party
in a conflict possesses capabilities or suffers vulnerabilities that its opponent does not. In
contrast, asymmetries in thresholds are conceptual rather than physical.
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particular to specific cases, such as the prospect of Taiwan asserting its
independence. Such thresholds may be viewed differently when their
violation becomes an imminent possibility or when violation actually
occurs, however, so assuming that they will work as previously adver-
tised entails a significant risk of surprise for aspiring managers or prac-
titioners of escalation. Even more challenging is the problem of antici-
pating thresholds that emerge during a conflict, typically in response
to events or capabilities that were not foreseen or considered seriously
as possibilities beforehand, as repeatedly occurred during the Cuban
missile crisis.

States may also attempt to create or reinforce escalation thresh-
olds to deter an enemy from crossing them. This may involve rhetorical
or other political means, such as demonizing or formally outlawing
the use of certain weapons'? or physically limiting their own policy
options, such as by visibly adopting war plans or force structures that
will permit only large-scale warfare to deny the enemy the prospect of
being able to start a limited war.’> Most such measures will also con-
strain a state’s own actions, however, which often weighs against the
decision to employ them, or contribute to governments resisting efforts
by outsiders to make escalation more difficult or expensive. Conversely,
states may try to reduce the significance of a threshold to make crossing
it easier, though altering an opponent’s belief that something is impor-
tant will often be more difficult than making a threshold appear more
significant than it previously appeared to be.

Although some acts, such as using nuclear weapons in a war pre-
viously fought only with conventional arms, will appear escalatory to
virtually any observer, in many cases, actions are perceived to represent
significant escalation by one side in a conflict but not by another. The
subjective nature of escalation thresholds has been an enduring prob-
lem for those seeking to control escalation, either to prevent it from

12 The widely accepted declaration that chemical, biological, and nuclear weapons collec-
tively constitute a single category of weapons of mass destruction, in spite of the enormous
difference in the magnitude of their effects, is a particularly significant example of this
pattern.

13 Schelling, 1966, Chapters 2 and 3.
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occurring or to use the prospect of potential escalation as a coercive
lever. Cold War—era nuclear theorists and Kremlinologists wrestled
with the problems of predicting Soviet escalation thresholds at great
and ultimately inconclusive length. Would Moscow consider the use
of chemical weapons on the battlefield to be a major escalation of con-
ventional war, as Western leaders would? Would it view tactical nuclear
attacks at sea or against targets in East Germany as more escalatory
than conventional air strikes against the western USSR? Would Soviet
leaders feel more threatened by nuclear attacks against their nuclear
forces or against the Russian economic infrastructure? U.S. strategists
also debated how the Soviets would respond to various forms of escala-
tion: Would they be intimidated into backing down, or would anger
or fear prompt them to respond in kind or with further escalation? But
the problem of anticipating the enemy’s perceptions was, in some ways,
even more fundamental.

The opponents that the United States faces—or may yet face—
in the 21st century generally have less spectacular escalation options
than the Soviet Union did a generation ago, but predicting how they
will perceive U.S. actions is not dramatically easier and, in some cases,
can be even more challenging. For example, late in Operation Delib-
erate Force, NATO’s 1995 air campaign against the Bosnian Serb
Army, cruise missiles were employed for the first time in the conflict
when U.S. Navy Tomahawk Land Attack Missiles (TLAMs) attacked
an air-defense target in western Bosnia. Alliance air planners selected
TLAMs for the mission purely for reasons of operational utility, but
Serbian and Bosnian Serb leaders interpreted the use of cruise missiles
as a major escalation in NATO’s prosecution of the war."* Such sur-
prises can result from having imperfect intelligence about the enemy,
but in many cases, the problem is not that the enemy’s attitude toward

14 Similarly, the Serbs interpreted the expansion of NATO’s air defense—suppression effort
from eastern to western Bosnia, which occurred as a matter of course when sufficient air-
craft became available to conduct the operation, as a deliberately and significantly escalatory
step in NATO’s campaign. During the same conflict, Italy rejected U.S. plans to base F-117
stealth fighters in its territory, considering this to be highly escalatory, to the consternation
of U.S. military leaders who saw little political difference between dropping 2,000-pound
bombs from F-117s and doing the same with F-16s.
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one or another potentially escalatory action is unknown, but rather
that the relevant beliefs and decisions are actually unformed until the
event occurs. Subsequent chapters in this monograph illustrate this in
the case of contemporary Chinese thinking about escalation, which is
still in an early developmental state. Even after decades of deliberation
about escalation, U.S. analysts cannot predict with certainty how their
own government would be likely to react to many sorts of potential
attacks, such as the deliberate destruction of U.S. satellites. Nor, in
many cases, can U.S. leaders themselves know how they would respond
until they are actually presented with such contingencies.

Limited War

To describe escalation as the expansion or intensification of conflict is
equivalent to saying that it is the relaxation or erosion of limits on the
use of force that are recognized, either formally or informally, by one or
more of the combatants. Although the limited war label is most com-
monly associated with small conflicts fought in peripheral corners of
the world, nearly all wars are limited to one degree or another. Even in
the most desperate periods of World War II, certain rules of conduct
were respected by most of the belligerents: The violation of neutral
territory was the exception rather than the rule, some types of targets
were typically exempted from attack, and certain weapons were not
employed.’ Such limits constrain the conduct of some wars and the
actions of some combatants more than others, of course, with civil wars
more often approaching the unrestrained ideal of “absolute war” than
interstate wars over relatively low stakes. Yet, even in the most extreme
conflicts, there are usually formal or tacit escalatory thresholds that can
either be respected or violated by the participants.

Escalation Dominance

It is common to describe the process of escalation in terms of a meta-
phorical ladder for any given crisis or conflict, with each rung represent-
ing a different level of intensity in the confrontation. In a very simple

15 See Jeffrey W. Legro, Cooperation Under Fire: Anglo-German Restraint During World
War II, Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1995.
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formulation typical of the Cold War, the lowest escalatory rung might
be normal peacetime conditions, with higher rungs corresponding, in
turn, to shows of force, limited conventional conflict, full-blown con-
ventional war, limited nuclear warfare, and—at the top of the ladder—
an all-out strategic nuclear exchange. However, such a ladder could
include a far greater number of distinct levels of escalation. Herman
Kahn organized his book On Escalation (1965) around a hypothetical
ladder of escalation in a confrontation between nuclear-armed super-
powers comprising no fewer than 44 rungs, more than half of which
involved at least some use of nuclear weapons.'

The ideal situation for a participant in a conflict or confrontation
would be having the ability to win at any possible level of escalation
and to be able to choose the rung on the ladder at which the issue
would be resolved, since the goal is not merely to prevail but to achieve
the most favorable outcome at the lowest possible cost, and costs and
risks tend to rise as escalation occurs. A more plausible aspiration is to
achieve a position of escalation dominance, a condition in which a com-
batant has the ability to escalate a conflict in ways that will be disad-
vantageous or costly to the adversary while the adversary cannot do the
same in return, either because it has no escalation options or because
the available options would not improve the adversary’s situation.” If a
combatant enjoys escalation dominance—and only to the extent that

16 Kahn’s ladder could, in fact, have been considerably larger, as it included few rungs involy-
ing purely conventional uses of force and none featuring the use of chemical or biological but
not nuclear weapons.

17 Escalation dominance was a central concern of Cold War—era strategists, who worried,
for example, about facing situations in which the Soviets might possess the ability to fight
a European war at a level of escalation that would be disadvantageous to the West, leaving
NATO with a grim choice between losing the war or raising the level of violence and, sub-
sequently, raising the costs of such a conflict to still-higher levels. Current U.S. Air Force
doctrine defines escalation dominance as “the ability to increase the enemy’s costs of defiance
while denying them the opportunity to neutralize those costs or counter-escalate” (Head-
quarters, U.S. Air Force Doctrine Center, Strategic Attack, Air Force Doctrine Document
2-1.2, September 30, 2003, p. 33).
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the enemy realizes this (a crucial additional consideration)—threats of
escalation should be particularly powerful coercive instruments.'®

True escalation dominance is rarely attainable in any challenging
confrontation, however. Most enemies, even those dramatically infe-
rior to the United States, will have some ability to escalate, even when
few military options are available to them. High stakes and limited
options can inspire desperate measures, such as resorting to irregular
warfare or using one’s own citizens as human shields. Therefore, it is
more useful to treat escalation dominance as a philosophical aspira-
tion than as a feasible policy objective. Moreover, when doing this, it
is important to consider that invoking the escalation dominance label
provides no real information about a situation beyond that which one
must already possess to know whether, or to what extent, it applies.
NATO gradually achieved something approaching escalation domi-
nance during the course of Operation Allied Force, the 1999 coercive
air campaign against Serbia, and this was ultimately recognized by Bel-
grade. But this observation does not explain what happened—that the
Serbs gradually saw one potentially escalatory measure or event after
another, ranging from largely ineffective air-defense efforts to serious
alliance bombing errors to hopes for external assistance, fail to weaken
NATO’s growing resolve to see the campaign through to successful
completion."

One approach for seeking a measure of dominance in escalation
is to cultivate asymmetries in which the enemy is unable to respond in
kind to an escalatory act, for example, by acquiring a class of weapons
that the opponent does not possess. If these are employed in a conflict,
and the opponent cannot respond symmetrically, it may create an esca-
lation dilemma for the adversary in the form of a choice between not
countering the escalation or crossing other escalation thresholds, with
all the risks and costs of doing so. Thus, during the Cold War, many
Western strategists feared that not being able to respond effectively in

18 Daniel L. Byman, Matthew C. Waxman, and Eric V. Larson, Air Power as a Coercive
Instrument, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, MR-1061-AF, 1999, pp. 30-36.

19 See Benjamin S. Lambeth, NATO’s Air War for Kosovo: A Strategic and Operational Assess-
ment, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, MR-1365-AF, 2001.
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kind to a limited Soviet nuclear attack would weaken U.S. deterrence if
threats of massive retaliation lacked credibility in Moscow and, for this
as well as other reasons, advocated developing and maintaining exten-
sive counterforce capabilities in the U.S. nuclear arsenal.?® However,
escalation dominance often has more to do with exploiting the ene-
my’s asymmetric vulnerabilities than with developing unique means of
attack: For example, U.S. aversion to killing large numbers of civilians
often gives an escalatory advantage to insurgent enemies that has noth-
ing to do with a lack of U.S. combat capability.?!

Although it provides a handy first-cut image of the escalation
concept, the escalation ladder metaphor can be seriously misleading
if taken too seriously, in at least two respects. First, it offers a linear
model of a phenomenon that is actually far more complex and ambigu-
ous. There are a host of directions in which a conflict or confronta-
tion can escalate, and, unlike the rungs on a ladder, it is not always
clear whether the opponent or a third-party audience will consider
one step to be more or less extreme than another, especially when the
steps involve dissimilar measures. Will the first bombardment of a city
using conventional explosives appear more or less escalatory than the
first poison gas attack against a military target? Is attempting to kill
a nation’s leader more or less provocative than gravely insulting the
national religion? Answering such questions is not only often difficult
but also frequently unimportant.

The other serious problem with this metaphor is that you cannot
fall up a ladder. Climbing a ladder requires purposeful effort, while
escalation can happen unintentionally and—especially in armed con-
flicts and often in prewar crises—it is usually easier to escalate than to
deescalate. Thus, instead of analogizing escalation to climbing a ladder,
a more apt metaphor would be traversing a treacherous ravine face
or mountainside, with the boztom of the slope representing the most

20 Charles L. Glaser, Analyzing Strategic Nuclear Policy, Princeton, N.J.: Princeton Univer-
sity Press, 1990, Chapters 2 and 7.

21 Similarly, if the United States possessed an arsenal of biological or chemical weapons, it
would do little or nothing to ameliorate the potential threat of enemies using such weapons
against U.S. targets.
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extreme level of escalation.?? Depending on the location of hand- and
footholds, descending to greater degrees of escalation may assist one’s
progress, or may even be essential to it, but the challenge is to maintain
control over this escalatory descent.

Dimensions of Escalation: Vertical, Horizontal, and
Political

Escalation may take many different forms. Escalation that involves
an increase in the intensity of armed conflict or confrontation, such
as employing types of weapons not previously used in the conflict or
attacking new categories of targets, is often collectively described as
vertical escalation, in contrast to horizontal escalation, which refers to
expanding the geographic scope of a conflict (for example, by conduct-
ing operations into or through territory previously treated as neutral
by the combatants).? Escalation can also occur along lines that do
not easily fit into either category, particularly when states adopt more
extreme or unlimited objectives in conflicts or crises, but also through
measures such as relaxing behavioral constraints that protect civilians?*
or causing deliberate environmental damage; we might reasonably
group these other forms of escalation into a third dimension under the
label political escalation.

Distinguishing between, say, vertical and horizontal escalation
sometimes helps to clarify strategic discussions. For example, in the
early 1980s, the Reagan administration floated the idea of threatening
to respond to a Warsaw Pact attack against Western Europe with hori-
zontal escalation—by attacking the Soviets or their allies in regions in

22 How treacherous the slope is would depend on many factors, including leaders” under-
standing of escalation. In July 1914, European policymakers might be said to have been
attempting to negotiate the mountainside at night, in the rain, while wearing sunglasses.

23 Kahn, 1965, pp. 4-6, defined three dimensions of escalation: “increasing intensity,”
“widening the area,” and “compounding escalation,” the last being escalation that is both
vertical and horizontal, as described here.

24 See Alexander B. Downes, “Desperate Times, Desperate Measures: The Causes of Civil-
ian Victimization in War,” International Security, Vol. 30, No. 4, Spring 2006.
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which the United States enjoyed clear conventional military supremacy,
such as Cuba or the Far East—as an alternative to vertical escalation
to the use of nuclear weapons in Europe.? Talking about horizontal
escalation is also useful in its own right because it serves as a reminder
that escalation can take forms other than the more vertical ones that
are most commonly associated with the escalation concept, such as
escalating from conventional to nuclear war.

In practice, however, the lines separating vertical, horizontal, and
political escalation are often far from clear. Dropping bombs closer to
the previously untouched enemy capital, for example, as the United
States did gradually during Operation Rolling Thunder in Vietnam
and abruptly in the 1942 Doolittle Raid against Japan, might reason-
ably be described as vertical or horizontal escalation or both. Block-
ading the enemy’s homeland during a limited regional conflict might
simultaneously constitute escalation on all three dimensions, as could
initiating antisatellite warfare or computer-network attacks. Thus, in
practice, it is more realistic to picture the three dimensions as defin-
ing a multidimensional escalation space rather than being exclusive
policy categories into which particular acts of escalation can be sorted
(see Figure 2.1). Moreover, labeling an action as vertical or horizontal
escalation usually does not reveal or explain very much about it even,
when doing so is relatively straightforward. For all of these reasons,
discussing the dimensions of escalation tends to be less useful analyti-
cally, and less relevant for policymaking, than examining two other
characteristics of escalatory actions that often receive less attention: the
mechanisms of escalation, and the motives for it.

Escalation Mechanisms

In seeking to understand, rather than merely enumerate, the forms that
escalation can take, particularly with respect to the goal of managing

25 This idea foundered on the realization that Moscow might consider the loss of its periph-
eral interests relatively unimportant in comparison to the prospect of victory over NATO.
See Joshua M. Epstein, “Horizontal Escalation: Sour Notes on a Recurrent Theme,” Interna-
tional Security, Vol. 8, No. 3, Winter 1983-1984.
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or controlling escalation, two sets of properties loom large: the mecha-
nisms by which escalation can occur (discussed here) and the motives
that cause actors to pursue escalatory behavior (examined later in this
chapter). Three different but not always separate types of mechanisms
may lead to escalation, which we label as deliberate, inadvertent, and
accidental escalation.

Deliberate Escalation

As its name indicates, deliberate escalation occurs when the actions of a
state (or other actor) cross an escalatory threshold in a conflict or a con-
frontation more or less intentionally. The results may not be precisely as
expected, but, at least in broad terms, the decision includes recogniz-
ing that the action under consideration could or will be escalatory and
deciding that, in spite of—or because of—this, it is worth doing. There
is a variety of possible motives for deliberate escalation, as the next
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section will discuss, but whatever these are, the action is taken in the
expectation, or at least the hope, that doing so will make the escalating
actor better off as a result. The most obvious form for this anticipated
advantage to take would be a greater prospect of achieving success in
the conflict or confrontation, or a reduced chance of losing,.

This is the escalation mechanism most naturally associated with
the metaphor of climbing a ladder of escalation: A state finds itself
faring poorly in a conflict and calculates that, by escalating to the use
of additional types of weapons, the less constrained use of force, or the
widening of the war, it stands to improve its fortunes. Classic examples
include Germany in World War I beginning unrestricted submarine
warfare in the hopes of strangling the British war economy and intro-
ducing gas warfare in an effort to break the deadlock of trench war-
fare on the Western front, the British coastal mining and subsequent
German invasion of Norway in 1940, and the German bombardment
of England with V-1 and V-2 missiles in 1944—1945. Later, the Vietnam
War was punctuated by repeated U.S. efforts to gain the upper hand
through escalatory actions, including the bombing of North Vietnam,
the invasion of Cambodia, the mining of Haiphong harbor, and the
use of B-52 strategic bombers against Hanoi in December 1972.

In some cases, such as the air war against North Vietnam and the
V-weapon attacks, deliberate escalation is attractive, at least in part pre-
cisely because it is escalatory and may have a particular psychological
impact. Insurgents and terrorists often deliberately employ escalatory
strategies to call attention to their actions or to provoke their enemies
into overreacting in ways that will garner sympathy and generate addi-
tional recruits for their cause.?® However, deliberate escalation can also
occur in cases, as in the World War I submarine blockade of Great
Britain, in which the escalatory nature of the policy is incidental to
its value or is even a drawback if there is a dangerous risk of counter-
escalation, such as encouraging aggrieved neutral states to support the
enemy. Indeed, escalatory considerations may weigh both in favor of
and against a measure. When the United States began bombing North

26 See also Chaim Kaufmann, “Possible and Impossible Solutions to Ethnic Civil Wars,”
International Security, Vol. 20, No. 4, Spring 1996, on escalation effects in ethnic conflicts.
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Vietnam, it also imposed many constraints on the air campaign to
minimize international opprobrium and, especially, to avoid provoking
Chinese or Soviet intervention in the war. Similarly, escalating rheto-
ric or taking up expanded war aims may bolster popular support for
a conflict or reassure allies, but such actions may also intensify enemy
hostility or suspicion.?”

Averting deliberate escalation by an opponent is a matter of deter-
rence: that is, convincing the adversary that taking action will leave it
worse off than it would be if it did not act. As when seeking to deter a
potential belligerent from starting a war—which often is itself escala-
tion of a prewar crisis—deterrence may be achieved through threats of
punishment or of denial or through rewards for not violating the status
quo.?® In the context of escalation, punitive deterrence is based on
making the costs of escalation high enough to outweigh its anticipated
benefits, while deterrence by denial involves making the prospects that
escalation will be beneficial appear low enough to render it less attrac-
tive than the alternative of not escalating. Reward or reassurance strat-
egies seek to make the costs of not escalating appear low enough, or
the benefits of restraint appear sufficiently high, to make it preferable to
taking the escalatory action being contemplated.?? Deterring deliber-
ate escalation through either punishment or denial is likely to involve
threats of counterescalation in response to the adversary’s potential
action. In some relatively easy cases, merely threatening to match the
escalation symmetrically may be sufficient to deter it; more challenging
are situations in which greater or different escalatory responses would
be required to offset the advantage provided by the enemy’s escalation.
Deterrence also tends to be particularly challenging when the deterring

27 See for example Anne Armstrong, Unconditional Surrender: The Impact of the Casablanca
Policy upon World War II, New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 1961.

28 See, for example, Thomas W. Milburn, “What Constitutes Effective Deterrence?” Journal
of Conflict Resolution, Vol. 3, No. 2, June 1959, and David E. Johnson, Karl P. Mueller, and
William H. Taft V, Conventional Coercion Across the Spectrum of Operations: The Utility of
Military Force in the Emerging Security Environment, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corpora-
tion, MR-1494-A, 2002, pp. 7-18.

29 David A. Baldwin, “The Power of Positive Sanctions,” Warld Politics, Vol. 24, No. 1,
October 1971.



The Nature of Escalation 23

party has not actually decided how it would want to respond to a given
escalatory possibility.

Deterrence is often a difficult problem (and one to which this
discussion will return shortly), but it is relatively well understood fol-
lowing decades of theoretical and historical scholarship far too exten-
sive to summarize here.’® If managing escalation were merely a ques-
tion of deterrence, it would be a relatively straightforward challenge in
principle, however complicated deterring specific actors from escalat-
ing under certain circumstances might be. However, escalation can
also occur as a result of mechanisms that present a very different set of
problems for strategists.

Inadvertent Escalation

Inadvertent escalation occurs when a combatant’s intentional actions
are unintentionally escalatory, usually because they cross a threshold of
intensity or scope in the conflict or confrontation that matters to the
adversary but appears insignificant or is invisible to the party taking the
action. Such a failure to anticipate the escalatory effects of an action
can result from a lack of understanding of how the opponent will view
the action, it may result from incorrectly anticipating the second- or
third-order consequences of the action in question, or both.

In the preeminent examination of this subject, Barry Posen pre-
dicted in the 1980s that in the event of a conventional war in Europe
between NATO and the Warsaw Pact, alliance military operations,
including suppression of Soviet air-defense radars and attacks against
Soviet ballistic missile submarines in the Arctic Ocean, could quickly
place Moscow in a position in which it might fear being disabled by
a U.S. nuclear first strike, with a crippled early warning system and
its survivable nuclear retaliatory capability eroded. Posen argued that,
in this event, nervous Soviet leaders might be encouraged to employ
nuclear weapons in the fear that an opening window of vulnerability

30 Although deterrence is relatively well understood in the strategic context in which it was
contemplated, namely, bipolar competition, this monograph will illustrate that the condi-
tions in which it will need to be applied for escalation management in the current security
environment are vastly different and yet to be fully explored.
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to attack by U.S. strategic and theater nuclear forces would soon leave
them helpless.’!

One of the most significant cases in which inadvertent escala-
tion actually did occur was China’s entry into the Korean War in late
1950. As UN forces drove into North Korea after expelling the North
Korean invasion force from the south, the possibility that this might
provoke Chinese intervention was raised and dismissed. However, Chi-
nese leaders deemed the situation to be unacceptably threatening and,
as UN forces approached the Yalu, sent the People’s Liberation Army
(PLA) into Korea, turning the tide and resulting in two additional
years of attrition warfare on the peninsula.’ The July crisis of 1914
was riddled with inadvertent and deliberate escalation, including the
German chancellor ordering his army to carry out its inflexible mobi-
lization plan that depended on sending a German force across the Bel-
gian border to seize the key transportation nexus of Liege, which would
activate Great Britain’s treaty commitment to defend Belgium, while
averting British involvement in the coming war remained a central goal
of German diplomacy.?

Inadvertent escalation cannot be deterred (though the actions that
could lead to it might be), because it is not the result of decisionmakers
choosing to escalate but, rather, failing to realize that there is a choice
to be made. Thus, to reduce the risk of inadvertent escalation, the
adversary does not need to be frightened but, instead, enlightened—
or, more accurately, it must fzrsz be enlightened, after which deterrence

31 Barry R. Posen, “Inadvertent Nuclear War? Escalation and NATO’s Northern Flank,”
International Security, Vol. 7, No. 2, Autumn 1982; Posen, 1991.

32 Historians and security analysts long assumed that the UN forces’ approach to the
Yalu was what provoked Chinese intervention. However, more recent scholarship based on
Chinese records suggests that Beijing’s escalation threshold was actually the 38th parallel
(Thomas J. Christensen, “Threats, Assurances, and the Last Chance for Peace: The Lesson’s
of Mao’s Korean War Telegrams,” International Security, Vol. 17, No. 1, Summer 1992). This
is a classic example of the difficulties of divining an adversary’s thresholds and the associated
risks of inadvertent escalation.

33 Stephen Van Evera, “The Cult of the Offensive and the Origins of the First World War,”
in Miller, Lynn-Jones, and Van Evera, eds., 1991, especially pp. 93-95; sce also Marc Tra-
chtenberg, “The Meaning of Mobilization in 1914,” in Miller, Lynn-Jones, and Van Evera,
eds., 1991, pp. 208-219.
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may or may not still be required, depending on whether the action still
holds appeal once its escalatory potential is made clear.

Several factors make this more problematic in practice than it
may appear at first glance, however. One is that an inadvertent esca-
lation risk may not be recognized in advance by any party in a con-
flict. In 1950, the United States did not recognize the likelihood that
China would intervene in Korea if UN forces continued advancing
north; but Beijing, which had tried, too subtly as it turned out, to
communicate its intention to enter the war, did not realize that the
situation was not understood in Washington. In 1914, no one other
than the German army could have explained to Chancellor Theobald
von Bethmann-Hollweg that mobilizing to invade France meant that
its troops would march into Belgium. In other cases, no one at all on
either side may realize that a course of action (COA) is potentially
escalatory until it is carried out, especially if it is a less-than-obvious
possibility beforehand.

Another common obstacle to such strategic explanation is that it
may appear to be risky to announce or acknowledge one’s political or
military vulnerabilities. It was a relatively straightforward matter for a
U.S. political scientist to warn that conventional war in Europe might
leave the Soviet Union vulnerable to a nuclear first strike to a degree
that could make Moscow dangerously insecure. However, it would have
been unthinkable for Soviet leaders to make the same suggestion.

Given these challenges, minimizing the risks of inadvertent esca-
lation as a result both of one’s own actions and those of the adver-
sary potentially involves several elements. One is working to recog-
nize in advance the paths by which inadvertent escalation might occur
in a particular situation, which depends on collecting and, especially,
analyzing intelligence about the adversary’s capabilities and possible
behavior, as well as analyzing one’s own possible actions with atten-
tion to their potentially escalatory effects. Another is sensitizing lead-
ers, strategists, and planners to the possibility and nature of inadvertent
escalation in general and its potential risks in specific contingencies
so that they will take these considerations into account when making
decisions and plans. Finally, there is the problem of warning adversaries
about inadvertent escalation risks they may not have recognized.



26 Dangerous Thresholds: Managing Escalation in the 21st Century

Accidental Escalation

Like inadvertent escalation, accidental escalation is unintended, but
instead of being the unforeseen result of intentional action, it is the
consequence of events that were not intended in the first place. These
actions might be pure accidents, such as a bombing raid attacking the
wrong target due to a navigation error or a mechanical failure or an
attack striking the wrong target due to its misidentification. Among
the most significant examples of such events occurred in 1940, when,
on August 24, a small force of German bombers accidentally attacked
London. In response, the Royal Air Force launched its first raid against
Berlin on the following night, which, in turn, contributed to the
German decision to begin the Blitz, the 1940-1941 urban bombing
campaign against London and other British cities.

Scott Sagan has documented a number of accidents involving U.S.
nuclear capabilities during the Cold War that either created the poten-
tial for escalatory results or could have done so if they had occurred
during a crisis; that they did not spin out of control is encouraging for
those who seek to manage escalation, but the fact that the accidents
occurred at all in light of U.S. concerns about nuclear safety serves as a
reminder about the incomplete extent to which even heroic efforts can
reduce the likelihood of potentially significant accidents in military
operations.’ In a very different setting, the U.S. Revolutionary War
began with (though it was not caused by) an act of accidental escala-
tion: Who fired “the shot heard ’round the world” when British and
colonial militia troops faced each other on the village green of Lexing-
ton, Massachusetts, on April 19, 1775, remains a mystery, but the shot
was not fired at the order of either commander. The general exchange
of fire that ensued marked the beginning of armed combat that contin-
ued for the next six-and-a-half years.»

34 Scott D. Sagan, The Limits of Safety: Organizations, Accidents, and Nuclear Weapons,
Princeton, N.]J.: Princeton University Press, 1993.

% To this list of significant or potentially significant cases of accidental escalation could be
added the Gulf of Tonkin incident. Two days after an attack by North Vietnamese patrol
boats against the destroyer USS Maddox on August 2, 1964, Maddox and USS Turner Joy
defended themselves for hours against what they mistakenly believed to be a series of attacks
that is now recognized never to have occurred. In response to these events, the United States
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Accidental escalation can also result from military forces inten-
tionally taking actions that are not intended by national leaders because
the former do not understand the intent of the latter (due to a fail-
ure either to give or to receive relevant orders and guidance clearly) or
because they disregard it and act on their own. Several potential paths
to accidental escalation during the Cuban missile crisis as a result of
U.S. military operations being conducted according to standard oper-
ating procedures unfamiliar to national leaders have become enduring
cautionary tales in escalation scholarship.3¢ Certainly, the most signifi-
cant case of accidental escalation in recent U.S. military operations was
the highly publicized abuse of Iraqi prisoners at the Abu Ghraib prison
in 2003, which caused far-reaching damage to U.S. efforts to achieve
strategic success in the occupation and stabilization of Iraq by increas-
ing hostility and resistance to U.S. forces in the country.

Like inadvertent escalation, accidental escalation is something
to be managed rather than deterred. The sources of accidental escala-
tion usually reside at the front line rather than in the centers of com-
mand, however, so policy responses to the mechanisms will look quite
different. Prescriptions for minimizing the risks of accidental escala-
tory events depend on the nature of the accident. The chances of acci-
dents occurring due to failures of mechanical systems (either literally
or figuratively) can be reduced (but not eliminated) by designing these
systems in such a way that allows for a high degree of reliability and
by creating procedures, including ROE for armed forces, designed to
minimize such risks. Accidental events that result from human error
or indifference can be addressed by measures to improve operators’
competence and their attention to minimizing the risks in question.’”
However, accidents that result from those implementing policy while

launched air attacks against North Vietnamese naval facilities and, three days later, Congress
passed the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution authorizing President Johnson to use U.S. military
force to defend South Vietnam.

36 Graham T. Allison, Essence of Decision: Explaining the Cuban Missile Crisis, Boston: Little,
Brown, 1971.

37 0On U.S. efforts to maximize nuclear weapons safety and the limits of what such measures
can be expected to achieve, see Sagan, 1993.
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unaware of their commanders’ intent with regard to potentially escala-
tory actions have to be addressed in ways that reduce such shortfalls
in knowledge, to which both military and bureaucratic habit and con-
cerns about operational security often pose obstacles.

Complexity in Escalation

As this discussion indicates, controlling or preventing escalation calls
for very different approaches, depending on the escalatory mechanism
involved—approaches that may, in fact, conflict with each other. For
example, measures to deter an enemy from seeking military advantage
through deliberate escalation may increase the chances that escalation-
provoking accidents will occur, or confidence-building measures to
prevent inadvertent escalation may encourage the adversary to engage
in deliberate escalation by signaling a reluctance to risk fighting with
higher levels of violence.?® However, the problem is further compli-
cated by the fact that the three mechanisms do not operate in isolation
of each other: The path that leads from the beginning of a crisis or
conflict to its final form often involves more than one of these mecha-
nisms, for example, when an inadvertently or accidentally escalatory
reaction triggers a deliberately escalatory response.

It is also important to note that the three mechanisms of escala-
tion described here are ideal types, and individual events can com-
bine aspects of more than one of them, with correspondingly mixed
implications for escalation management. For example, deliberately
escalating in response to incorrect information about an adversary’s
actions—such as a false report that the enemy has attacked—resembles
accidental escalation in some ways. The distinctions between these cat-
egories can also be straddled when decisionmakers consider the pos-
sibility that their actions will be escalatory but are so mistaken about

38 The latter is known as the stability-instability paradox, the possibility that if both com-
batants expect nuclear war, for example, to be prohibitively costly, one of them might be
emboldened to take military actions just short of the nuclear threshold, secure in the knowl-
edge that the opponent will not be willing to escalate. See Glenn Snyder, Deterrence and
Defense, Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1961.
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the nature or severity of these risks that their actions might be said to
constitute inadvertent escalation, or when policies that are not directly
escalatory nevertheless deliberately or inadvertently create conditions
in which escalatory accidents become more likely. Figure 2.2 illustrates
the primary categories of escalation in relation to these mechanisms
and motives, which are discussed in the following section.

Motives for Escalation

Unlike inadvertent and accidental escalation, deliberate escalation is
motivated, and, as with most deliberate behavior, understanding the

Figure 2.2
Key Escalation Categories

Escalation

Mechanisms Deliberate Inadvertent Accidental

Motives Instrumental Suggestive
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motive for the action is central to deterring it.? There are, of course,
many possible reasons that a participant may choose to escalate a con-
flict or confrontation, but at the most general level, it is useful to distin-
guish between two broad categories: instrumental and suggestive goals
of escalation.

Instrumental Escalation

The most common reasons for escalation, and the motivations for most
of the examples of deliberate escalation cited so far in this chapter, are
instrumental ones. Instrumental motives for escalation are relatively
direct: taking action that crosses an escalatory threshold because of the
expectation, or at least the hope, that doing so will improve one’s situ-
ation in the conflict, such as by making victory more likely or ending
the conflict more quickly. Instrumental escalation often involves initi-
ating the use of force in a crisis, such as launching an attack to rescue
hostages whose release does not appear achievable through contin-
ued negotiation with their captors, or using force on a larger or more
extreme scale during a conflict, such as invading an enemy’s territory
if blockade or coercive bombing alone seems likely to be ineffective or
switching to suicide attack tactics in a terrorist campaign. It can also
take the form of a desperate roll of the dice in the hopes of staving
off defeat, as in the German V-weapon attacks against Britain or the

Japanese kamikaze attacks against U.S. ships during the latter stages
of World War II.

39 Motives, as discussed here, refers to the objectives of the escalation action or strategy,
rather than the actor’s deeper, underlying motivation. Thus, for example, we would describe
the introduction of gas warfare on the Western front in World War I as having been moti-
vated by Germany’s desire to break the deadlock of trench warfare and defeat the Allied
armies, rather than by Germany’s desire to become the dominant power in Europe and to
achieve its “place in the sun,” though the latter is also true in a more indirect sense. We do
not distinguish greatly between, say, revisionist and status quo states’ escalation behaviors,
since either might employ or blunder into any of the escalation types described in this chap-
ter. However, for discussions of the importance and effects of understanding such funda-
mental motivations, see Robert Jervis, “Cooperation Under the Security Dilemma,” World
Politics, Vol. 30, No. 2, January 1978, and Charles L. Glaser, “Political Consequences of
Military Strategy: Expanding and Refining the Spiral and Deterrence Models,” World Poli-
tics, Vol. 44, No. 4, July 1992.
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The advantage anticipated from escalating is often essentially
physical: Escalation promises to defeat the enemy, to halt an attacker,
to present the adversary with a fait accompli that will be difficult to
reverse. However, in some cases, escalation secks to produce an effect
that is more or less purely psychological or political, such as when Iraq
began firing Scud missiles at Israel during the 1991 Gulf War.

Suggestive Escalation

In some cases, deliberately escalatory actions are taken not because of
the direct results expected from them but, rather, to send a signal to
the opponent (or to a third party) about what further escalation will
or might occur in the future. This is suggestive escalation, a strate-
gic approach most famously (and, after 40 years, still most elegantly)
described by Thomas Schelling in Arms and Influence (1966). The
essence of suggestive escalation is to communicate to the opponent
that costly escalation will occur in the future in response to the poten-
tial behavior to be deterred or in the event that the adversary does not
comply with certain demands. Sometimes, merely issuing an explicit
threat is escalatory;** in other cases, suggestive escalation involves
taking physical action, which may include using armed force, even on
a substantial scale. In short, whatever its form, suggestive escalation
hinges on creating the expectation or fear that the intensity or scope of
a conflict will increase in the future.

The best-known example of suggestive escalation is, of course,
Operation Rolling Thunder, the 1965-1967 bombing campaign in
which U.S. leaders sought to coerce North Vietnam to abandon its
support for the insurgency in South Vietnam through the prospect of
an increasingly destructive series of air attacks. In this operation, U.S.
planners hoped that gradually increasing the importance of the tar-
gets being attacked, striking targets progressively closer to the enemy
capital, and increasing the number of sorties flown and the amount of
munitions being dropped would make clear to Hanoi that the conflict

40 Not all threats are escalatory, however. Threatening to harm an opponent is an act of
escalation only if the act of making the threat itself crosses a significant threshold in the con-
frontation, whether or not actually carrying out the threat would constitute escalation.
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would eventually escalate to a prohibitively costly level, so it would
be sensible to comply with U.S. demands before suffering more seri-
ous losses. This message was not conveyed as clearly as Washington
intended for a variety of reasons,* and even had it been, in retrospect,
there was little prospect that the levels of destruction that the United
States was ultimately willing to inflict would be sufficient to alter the
North Vietnamese commitment to the war in the south.4? The failure
of gradual escalation in Operation Rolling Thunder gave the approach
an exaggerated reputation for ineffectiveness, especially within the U.S.
armed forces, that began to wane only with the success of the unin-
tentionally gradual escalation of coercive air attacks against Serbia in
Operation Allied Force some three decades later.

The use of force for suggestive escalation can also take forms other
than gradual escalation. One of the most important is the demonstra-
tion attack, such as the detonation of a single nuclear weapon to signal
that more may be used against more important targets if a conflict
continues.*? Perhaps the most famous such attack, though rarely cited
as an example of escalation, was the 1942 Doolittle raid against Japan
by carrier-launched U.S. Army Air Force bombers, which not only bol-
stered U.S. morale in the dark, early days of the Pacific war with the
promise of more attacks on Japan to come, but also prompted the Japa-
nese to divert significant forces to defend its home islands long before
there was a serious threat of such attacks being mounted on a militarily
significant level.

Another variation on the suggestive escalation theme that was
particularly prominent in a number of crises between the superpowers
during the first half of the Cold War is brinkmanship. In this strat-

egy, one participant deliberately takes actions that create an existen-

41 Wallace J. Thies, When Governments Collide: Coercion and Diplomacy in the Vietnam Con-
flict, 1964—1968, Berkeley, Calif.: University of California Press, 1980.

42 Mark Clodfelter, 7he Limits of Air Power: The American Bombing of North Vietnam, New
York: Free Press, 1989; Robert A. Pape, Bombing to Win: Air Power and Coercion in War,
Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1996, Chapter 6.

43 Some other limited nuclear options would employ gradual escalation for suggestive pur-

poses; see Glaser, 1990, pp. 41-44, 216-222.
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tial shared risk of disaster: the possibility that further escalation that
would be damaging to both sides will occur, regardless of whether
either desires it, if the confrontation were to continue.44

Other Motives for Escalation
There are other possible, though less common, motives for deliber-
ate escalation. For example, escalating the level of violence being used
against an opponent can occasionally be attractive to a belligerent
simply because of a desire to inflict damage for its own sake.* Delib-
erately escalating to set an example or to establish a reputation that
may be coercively useful in future conflicts might also be considered a
motivation separate from escalation, designed to alter the terms of the
current conflict.46

In practice, these various motivations often overlap, particularly
when a particular action both is instrumentally escalatory and signals
the possibility of more escalation to come. Nevertheless, the distinction
between instrumental and suggestive motives is significant when seek-
ing to deter deliberate escalation, since different countermeasures will
be relevant to making the enemy believe that escalation will be fruitless
or counterproductive, depending on the results that the action under
consideration is intended to achieve.

44 Schelling, 1966, pp. 99-125.

4 For example, the Iraqi decision to begin pumping Kuwaiti oil into the Persian Gulf in
the final days of the 1991 Gulf War or, on an incomparably greater scale, the escalating
Nazi extermination campaign against Jews and other genocidal target groups during World
War II.

46 Gee Jonathan Mercer, Reputation and International Politics, Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell Uni-
versity Press, 1996, and Daryl G. Press, Calculating Credibility: How Leaders Assess Mili-
tary Threats, Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2005. Escalatory actions can also have
reputational effects in a more immediate sense, such as when they make the escalating state
appear more aggressive or dangerous, which may increase the adversary’s determination to
prevail and make concessions or make negotiation riskier. See Robert Jervis, Perception and
Misperception in International Politics, Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1976,
Chapter 3.
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Dynamics of Escalation

Most of the preceding discussion focused on the causes of individual
escalatory acts or policies, but the most distinctive aspect of escalation
is how a number of such actions can aggregate into a larger pattern,
leading to an escalatory outcome that may not have been envisioned or
desired by any of the actors when the process began. Thus, escalation is
often more than the sum of its parts.

The intrinsic tendency of wars to escalate is due to several inter-
connected factors. The most obvious of these is that some escalatory
actions are, by their nature, essentially irreversible. Once the use of
a certain type of weapon, attacks on a particular class of targets, or
the violation of a previously neutral state’s territory has occurred and
has been accepted as part of the evolving landscape of the conflict,
reversing the change, short of ending the conflict itself; is usually infea-
sible and even unimaginable. These genies cannot be put back into
their bottles, at least not while the war continues. Similarly, escalation
can occur by accident, while accidental deescalation is essentially
unheard of.

This directional tendency is less pronounced for some other forms
of escalation, particularly those that involve rhetoric more than actions.
A state can moderate the terms of its surrender demands against an
enemy, for example. But even this type of action tends to be more
difficult than its escalatory opposite; although wars are often ended
through compromise or peace settlements, declaratory war aims are
rarely reduced except under extreme duress.

This is a manifestation of a more general phenomenon: As war-
time losses mount, victory tends to become more and more imperative
for the combatants.#’ This makes it increasingly attractive to consider
costly, risky, or even desperate measures, many of them escalatory, that

47 See Pape, 1996, pp. 32—35. Similarly, the higher the stakes in a conflict appear to be, the
more determined the adversaries will be to prevail and the more willing they will be to incur
costs and take risks. See Richard K. Betts, Nuclear Blackmail and Nuclear Balance, Wash-
ington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 1987, and Alexander L. George and William E.
Simons, eds., Zhe Limits of Coercive Diplomacy, 2nd ed., Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press,
1994.
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seem to offer the possibility of success if the current trajectory of events
does not appear to be leading toward a satisfactory outcome. After all,
most escalatory actions will appear potentially beneficial to one side
in the conflict, at least in terms of the likelihood or timing of vic-
tory or defeat. Thus, as a conflict proceeds, and especially as losses
mount, once-forbidding escalation thresholds often become easier to
cross, as the associated costs and risks begin to pale in comparison to
those already being incurred. This is particularly true when one (or
more) of the belligerents fails to achieve success and grows increasingly
desperate.

Barriers to escalation can also erode from one conflict to the
next, or even disappear as precedent strips them of their significance.
For example, Germany’s initiation of unrestricted submarine warfare
against British shipping in World War I was an action of sensational
escalatory significance; by the outbreak of World War II, the world no
longer expected submarines to follow rules that had evolved to govern
commerce raiding in previous conflicts, and neither the German nor
the U.S. submarine warfare campaigns in that war appeared to be dra-
matically escalatory.

Yet other escalation thresholds have grown in significance over the
years. Under the grim shadow of experience, nuclear escalation became
a much more daunting prospect in the years that followed World
War II than it had been for U.S. decisionmakers in 1945, much as the
possible use of poison gas as an instrument of war had previously given
greater pause to leaders during and after the interwar years than it had
during World War I. Technological progress also creates new escalation
thresholds by increasing the potential for warfare to be more discrimi-
nate and humane.* During World War II, efforts to destroy enemy
war-industry facilities almost invariably resulted in heavy attacks on

48 For discussions of domestic politics and other factors affecting war aims, see H. E. Goe-
mans, War and Punishment: The Causes of War Termination and the First World War, Princ-
eton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2000, and Eric J. Labs, “Beyond Victory: Offensive
Realism and the Expansion of War Aims,” Security Studies, Vol. 6, No. 4, Summer 1997.

49 On shifting expectations about the nature and the appropriate destructiveness of warfare,
see John Mueller, Retreat from Doomsday: The Obsolescence of Major War, New York: Basic
Books, 1989.
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urban population centers due to limitations in bombing accuracy; the
situation is very different today with the widespread use of precision-
guided munitions. Wartime actions can also gain political significance
due to unfavorable associations. For example, ethnic cleansing was once
a routine part of European warfare, but, in the wake of Hitler, Stalin,
the Yugoslav wars of the 1990s, and generally rising expectations about
obedience to the spirit of the laws of armed conflict, it is now consid-
ered a war crime, giving it considerable escalatory significance, as was
demonstrated in 1999 when Serbian ethnic cleansing in Kosovo did
much to solidify NATO’s commitment to Operation Allied Force.>

This discussion of the natural tendency toward escalation has
focused on escalation once warfare begins. In crises that have not yet
escalated to war, many of these tendencies are less powerful or absent
altogether. When blood has not yet been spilled, the imperative for
victory does not loom over policy in the same way, and unintended
escalation is less likely to occur as well. However, even in prewar crises,
escalation tends to be easier than deescalation; even without concern
that the dead should not have died in vain, political reputations and
national honor are often perceived to be at stake, and reversing the
arrow of escalation requires deliberate decisionmaking by the leaders
involved.

Constraints on Escalation

Given all the ways in which escalation can intentionally or uninten-
tionally occur and the tendency for any change in the terms of a con-
flict to offer the promise of benefits to one side or another, why does
escalation not run amok more often, making limited wars rare instead
of commonplace? Why, in other words, do we typically speak of escala-

50 Why do some escalation thresholds lose their power while others become more forbid-
ding over time? A threshold is likely to lose its power as its crossing becomes commonplace in
politics or conflict and, perhaps, when the escalatory action appears to be one that was forced
on an actor by circumstances not of its own making (a perception that will, of course, vary
from one observer to another). Thresholds are more likely to gain political weight when the
opposite is true, and when the escalatory actions are particularly horrifying (which, again,
is both highly subjective and prone to erosion). Note the extent to which suicide terrorism
has lost some of its initial shock value in the West as the practice has spread from Sri Lanka

through the Middle East.
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tion ladders (or mountainsides) instead of an “escalation ripcord” that,
once pulled, triggers a rapid chain of events, leading inexorably to all-
out conflict?

In the simplest of terms, there are two general factors that tend
to restrain escalation. The first is that, although changing the charac-
teristics of a conflict or confrontation usually does make victory for
one side more likely (or more certain) in any situation in which success
for one participant is roughly equivalent to failure for the other and
there is some doubt about the eventual outcome, such improvements
in the prospects for victory usually come only at a cost. The direct cost
of escalation can take many forms, ranging from intensified fighting
leading to heavier casualties on the battlefield to costs denominated
in hostile international opinion, damage to expected postwar relations
with the enemy, or moral qualms about one’s own behavior.5' Coupled
with the fact that victory often appears simultaneously to be attainable
to both sides in a conflict and that escalatory measures may offer only
very marginal improvement in these prospects, it is often the case thata
belligerent will have escalatory options available that would work to its
advantage in the pursuit of victory (or the avoidance of defeat) but that
nevertheless appear not to be worthwhile. Thus, for example, neither
side in World War II opted to escalate to the use of chemical warfare
as had happened some 25 years earlier, even though the major combat-
ants had all invested heavily in preparations for such escalation.

The other common disincentive for escalation is the risk that an
escalatory action that appears advantageous in its own right will trigger
a chain of further escalatory events that will lead to a result that is less
appealing than the status quo—that is, the risk that escalation will in
fact amount to pulling a ripcord that would be better left untouched.
Thus, U.S. escalation in the Vietnam War was frequently constrained
not only by humanitarian concerns but also, more significantly, by an
intense desire to avoid actions that might lead to direct Chinese or
Soviet intervention in the conflict, as the UN offensive into North
Korea did in 1950. Because this can be such a powerful deterrent to

51 Richard Ned Lebow, “Windows of Opportunity: Do States Jump Through Them?” Inter-
national Security, Vol. 9, No. 1, Summer 1984.
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escalation, including the initiation of war itself, especially when nuclear
weapons or other factors make uncontrolled escalation a potentially
catastrophic possibility, deterrence strategies often include measures
to increase the apparent likelihood that escalation could spin out of
control.

Escalation and Instability in the 21st Century

The security environment of the post post—Cold War world differs in
many respects from the one that existed during the three decades of
the middle and late Cold War, when escalation theory was a matter
of central concern for scholars and policymakers, and also from that
of the 1990s, when the subject of escalation was largely neglected. As
the preceding discussion suggests, the fundamental issues involved in
understanding escalation have remained essentially the same from one
era to the next over the past century, but changing conditions do affect
how these enduring principles manifest themselves. Looking ahead at
the likely national security landscape of the early 21st century, there
are several broad features that will challenge U.S. strategists seeking
to manage escalation risks in ways that may not be entirely familiar to
them.

New Escalation Options

The most obvious developments likely to present escalatory problems
for U.S. leaders are those that give adversaries new or expanded capa-
bilities to escalate in conflicts or confrontations with the United States.
Nuclear weapons or accurate, conventionally armed ballistic or cruise
missiles can enable states that, in the face of U.S. military superior-
ity, otherwise would have little ability to mount attacks substantially
beyond their own borders to threaten serious escalation against U.S.
forces or allies before or during a conflict. Serious escalatory options
may also be produced by developing capabilities to launch attacks with
biological or chemical weapons, deploy special operations forces or other
covert agents to strike behind enemy lines, or perpetrate computer-
network attacks, all of which may be both difficult to defend against
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and sufficiently destructive to give pause to national leaders considering
the use of force against weaker opponents.’> Moreover, states develop-
ing such capabilities, especially if they perceive themselves to be weak
or vulnerable, may do so in ways designed to increase the chances of
accidental escalation in the event that they are attacked in order to
magnify this deterrent effect.

Of all these threats, nuclear weapons are in a class by themselves,
able to inflict genuinely massive destruction and thus potentially able
to raise the specter of escalation to a literally catastrophic degree.>
Nuclear proliferation is by no means a new development—it has pro-
ceeded steadily and perplexingly for more than half a century—but we
may soon enter a period in which the only states willing to engage in
traditional, as opposed to irregular, military conflicts with the United
States will be nuclear armed. As discussed in Chapter Five, the esca-
latory considerations that would face the United States in a confron-
tation with a nuclear-armed North Korea or Iran would not simply
mirror those in a crisis between the Cold War nuclear superpowers, but
they would be fundamentally different from those related to the pos-
sibility of a purely conventional regional conflict. Actually employing
nuclear weapons, especially against the United States, is, of course, a
desperately dangerous step that no adversary would be likely to under-
take lightly. However, unless the possibility of their use is vanishingly
remote, experience indicates that the shadow of nuclear escalation will
loom darkly over U.S. decisionmakers.

At the other end of the spectrum, less apocalyptic escalatory
options, such as cyber attacks against Western computer networks,

52 See Daniel Byman and Matthew Waxman, 7he Dynamics of Coercion: American Foreign
Policy and the Limits of Military Might, Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2002,
Chapter 8.

53 In comparison to their nuclear counterparts, biological, chemical, and radiological weap-
ons hardly merit the overused weapons of mass destruction label, though many biological
and some chemical weapons would, if deliverable, pose very significant escalatory threats in
their own right. See John Mueller and Karl P. Mueller, “The Methodology of Mass Destruc-
tion: Assessing Threats in the New World Order,” Journal of Strategic Studies, Vol. 23,
No. 1, March 2000; and W. Seth Carus, Defining “Weapons of Mass Destruction,” Center for
the Study of Weapons of Mass Destruction Occasional Paper 4, Washington, D.C.: National
De